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IL BREVIARip GRIMANI. 

There is at present on exhibition in the Library of Columbia College and at the 
National Arts Club a perfect reproduction of the most celebrated fifteenth century 
illuminated manuscript in existence — the Breviarium Grimani. 

This prayer book, which rests in the St. Marc Library of Venice is celebrated 
because it is the finest, the best preserved and least accessible. Very few "lookers 
on in Venice" have ever had an opportunity to see one or two of the 1,580 pages of 
the original. Almost one-half of these have thus far been reproduced with wonder- 
ful care and marvelous results. The beauty of this precious relic of the Renaissance 
may now be admired and the miniatures studied. 

: : The history of this manuscript has been gathered from various sources. It ap- 
pears that Flemish artists received an order for the execution of a magnificent 
breviary, which task must have been completed about 1484, because the day of 
Saint Bonaventura, who was canonized in that year, is not recorded in the Saints* 
Calendar of the book. The supposition that Maximilian of Burgundy had given 
this order is not weighty, because this prince, although a lover of the arts, had not 
the means to gratify his taste in this costly manner. At any rate the manuscript 
was in Italy in 1503, some fifteen years before Maximilian's death. 

It is more likely that Pope Sixtus IV, who ruled from 1471 till 1484, the founder 
of the Vatican Library, was the patron, which seems to be suggested by a small 
figure with the papal tiara, appearing at the top of the Calendar pages. Perhaps 
uncompleted at the Pope's death, it was bought by an Italian merchant, Antonio 
Siciliano, who sold tfie book to Cardinal Domenico Grimani. After his death, in 
1523, it came in the possession of his nephew, the Patriarch of Aquileja, Marino 
Grimani, to whom it. had been bequeathed on condition that the manuscript should 
go to the Venetian Republic at his death, which occurred in 1546. Until 1797 it 
was kept in the San Marco Church, when it was returned to the library in the 
palace of the Doges. Jacopo Morelli, the librarian, was the first to call attention 
to the treasure which had so long remained unappreciated. 

Each one of the 1,580 pages of the Breviarium Grimani has the most beautiful 
ornamentation, and among the 250 full-page pictures are masterpieces of brilliant 
coloring, wealth of ideas and vivacity of expression. 

The miniatures of illuminated manuscripts were the forerunners of the easel 
picture. They form the connecting link between the sacred art of altar decoration 
of the primitives and the later development of the pictorial presentation of every- 
day life. Especially do we find this in the first twenty-four Calendar pages of this 
prayer book, which are a rich source of information as to the manners and customs 
of the times, costumes and habits, the home arrangements and outdoor life. Then 
follow prayers with full-page miniatures from the history of the Saints and Bible 
history, also replete with chronological data. 

The text pages are adorned in many ways, generally with a marginal framing, 
ornated with flowers, leaves, birds and insects in most sumptuous colors and won- 
derful fineness of drawing. 

To illustrate the general idea of the full-page plates, let us take the Month o\ 
January. As was usual at the time, it was represented by the meal hour — we see 
the same representation in the carving on one of the doors of the Amiens Cathe- 
dral. In the Breviarium Grimani we find a noble lord at table. He sits in front 
of the fire, protected from its heat by a screen. The board is richly laden with 
costly utensils, a crystal vessel, gold mounted can, a magnificent "almoner's ship" 
of chased gold. A knife lies before him, but no spoons or forks, for forks were 
not yet known, and spoons only used for fluids. A number of servants are about, 
the dogs are being fed — it is all an intimate view of the time. 

. The same we find in the other month-leaves. February shows a winter land- 
scape with a view of the interior of a peasant's hut. March reveals the manner 
in which the ground was cultivated. There are country festivities in May, the 
vintage is pictured in September. In August a noble cortege leaves the castle for 
the hunt, in December the wild boar is killed. Under the calendar-dates of Sep- 
tember is a small miniature of a curious interior of the shop of a barber who was 
also the surgeon in these times. 

.Of the Biblical scenes, one of the most interesting is the "Building of the Tower 
of Babel," where all the methods and appliances of the year 1500 are invoked to 
rear this monumental structure. It is noteworthy how characteristic and often 
stereotyped these compositions are as this plate reminds one of a painting by Pieter 
Breughel in the Museum of Vienna. 

This magnificent prayer book of Cardinal Grimani, so long hidden from the 
world, has now at last been reproduced in a manner which cannot be surpassed. 
Already in 1862 about one hundred photographs were taken of the principal pages. 
The black and white, however, does in no wise do justice to the sumptuous original. 
But some ten years ago the Italian Government gave permission to the publishing 
firm of A. W. Sythoff of Leyden, Holland, to reproduce this manuscript. This 
monumental work is to be executed in twelve parts, whereof five are completed. 



THE COLLECTOR AND ART CRITIC. 



45 



The three hundred principal pages are reproduced in color print, the remainder 
in heliotype. The color plates are by a new secret three-color process, where the 
colors are placed on glass plates from which the printing is made direct. The 
result has been astounding. Experts unanimously declare it the apogee of repro- 
ductive art. A scale of from twenty to thirty tones and tints can be counted in 
some of the pictures, yet the workmanship is so perfect that not a single instance 
can be found where 
the color is out of 
register. The man- 
ner in which the 
gold, which appears 
in great abundance, 
has been reproduced 
has never before 
been attained. 

The Italian Gov- 
ernment has allowed 
only 600 facsimiles 
of this Breviarium to 
be made. I under- 
stand that 45° are al ~ 
ready scattered 
among all the public 
museums and libra- 
ries of Europe and 
among a large num- 
ber of collectors and 
artists. Only five 
copies are in New 
York— the one now 
on exhibition at Co- 
lumbia College, and 
in the libraries of the 
Metropolitan Muse- 
um, of the General 
Theological Semi- 
nary of the Episcopal 
Church and of Mr. J. 
Pierpont Morgan. 

The value of this 
reproduction is ines- 
timable. The first 
impetus to allow this 
facsimile reproduc- 
tion was given to the 
Italian Government 
because of the de- 
struction by fire and 
water of so many 
valuable manuscripts. 
Now, at least, the 
most precious one of 
all will never be lost. 

Of still greater im- 
portance, however, is 
the fact that at last 
the breviary can be 
critically studied, and 
much light may be 
thrown on the minia- 
turists of the end of 
the fifteenth century. 
For the Breviarium 
Grimani is only one, 
albeit the best, of 
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the best, 

a series of breviaries in Naples, Brussels, Paris, Vienna and Venice. Much has 
been written about the artists who wrought these miniatures. Gerard Horebout, 
Alexander Benning, Livinus van Laetham, Mabuse and Memlinc have contributed 
to this treasure. The way is now opened for further researches. 

A visit to the Columbia College Library or the National Arts Club will be a rev- 
elation to art lovers when they examine this rarely beautiful work. 



